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	1. Rhodey Rhodes

Rhodey Rhodes, Colonel of the United States Air Force, decorated military man, and Avenger, was sitting in Stark Tower when he heard the news. Stacey West, a reporter for Bugle News, had the story.

"In local news today, Justin Williams, an 18 year old black male, was shot today by Officer Smith down by 57th Street. Local authorities say, Williams was armed and that the shooting was an act of self-defense." _Self-defense?_ Rhodey thought. _Isn't that what they always say? _

Tony Stark had stepped out on a business meeting, and his new AI, Friday, was not yet ready to run. So, Rhodey was stuck house sitting…and for once, he didn't mind being off base for.

"Authorities have also found that Williams, the victim, had had a criminal record and-"

Rhodey clicked the television off, and leaned into the couch. The tower was quiet, not even the sound of Stark's equipment could be heard. And inside of Rhodey Rhodes, decorated military man of the United States, sat a deep, cold stillness. _Another person dead_. They always bring up the criminal record, as if saying he went to jail for a small charge makes taking his life okay. They always chime in that the officer was terrified for his life. Who exactly had the right to be more afraid? The man with the gun, or the unarmed kid who was just trying to make his way home?

When James Rhodes was a boy, his mother would always send him out to the store for some small trinket. A jar of pickles or dinner, or some whipped cream for the cake she was baking. Nothing too big for him to carry alone.

"Now remember," she told him "Always ask for a bag after you buy your item." She would lean in close to him, close enough for him to see the fear in her eyes, "Do. Not. Leave that store without your purchase being in a plastic bag. Do you understand me?" She placed her hand on his shoulder…and it shook. "Do you understand me?" she repeated.

And Rhodey would nod.

It wasn't until he had gotten older, until his naiveté had subsided, that he understood his mother's fear. It wasn't until he learned what being black meant in the outside world. The distrust, the sideways glances, the whispered resentment that came with rising in the ranks of the military.

"What the fuck does that boy think he's doin' here?"

The men in the military, just like the people at MIT, and the people in the barracks, were not welcoming. To them, Rhodes was an outsider who did not belong in the realm of the elite, the heroes who wanted to follow in the footsteps of Captain America, and Peggy Carter, and Bucky Barnes. Real Americans. To them, James Rhodes was an eyesore who should have gotten shot on his way home from the store, or thrown into incarceration with the rest of his kind.

And yet here he was.

He was glad he was off base for this news. As much as the other officers liked to think themselves agents of peace and change, their comments were always so…uninformed.

"The officer was just doing his job," Private Jack would say.

"If he were really innocent, he wouldn't have had a record," Lt. Bradley would chime in. Colonel Rhodes had a record, he had gotten into fights as all boys his age had, but unlike his associates, his mistakes cost him his record. His mistakes cost him the trust of people who already don't want his face representing their nation.

And yet still, here he was. Colonel James Rhodes, partner to Iron Man, hero of the United States military, a man who had seen the face of true terror, and spat in its face. A black man. A Negro. A thug who wasn't even meant to be here.

"That's what they always say," Mama Rhodes was a woman of great inner stature. She always faced each day with a strong resilience, and often times Rhodey wondered how she managed. She held a job, kept a family together, was a loving wife and mother, and lead the church's choir rehearsals. The woman was magic…and working with Thor, and learning about Asgard, Rhodey knew his magic. "They'll always shame you, and black people who do amazing things because they're terrified," she said.

"Terrified of what?" Rhodey asked.

"They're terrified of the hope you bring."

Hope, given to those who need it most.

When he accepted his role as Iron Patriot, it was just to bring peace through the world (of course, that in and of itself was an arrogant idea. No one nation could bring peace to all corners of the globe), it was to bring hope. Hope that, for once, the image of a black man could inspire something more than just distrust, and fear. Hope that, just maybe, someone, somewhere might see the humanity within black faces. Hope that a scared cop with a loaded gun would look at an unarmed black man, or woman, and instead of firing, would find the shared humanity beneath the scared expressions, and biased media stories.

He could fly. He could fight. He could protect those who needed him…a black man who the world deemed a thug before he was even old enough to walk.

Rhodey shoved his hands into his pocket, and ran his fingers across his cellphone. He could call Tony, check in on him, take his mind off the news. But Stark couldn't ease the stillness in the pit of Rhodes stomach. Tony wouldn't be able to understand, to emphasize. He would try, of course, he would ask questions, he would bring up statistics, and promise to do what he could for this kid. But he wouldn't _understand_. Not in the way that Rhodey needed. Not in the way that could ease the heavy stone sinking into his guts. No, this was something Rhodey faced, and would always face, without Tony. But that never stopped him from pressing forward. From spreading hope for those who needed it most.

And hope, was something the world would always need.


	2. Sam Wilson

It was already closing time for Sam Wilson's latest group session when he heard the news. Somewhere in between stacking the folding chairs in the empty athletic center, and seeing the last members of his support group empty out into the hallway. Most of the time he left the small radio on to distract him from his work. It wasn't anything too serious, just a small local radio station that played soft, subtle Jazz. Something the kids today would never think to embrace. But, that day, at the end of another group meeting, Sam Wilson felt his heart drop.

"I'm sorry to interrupt," DJ Kool K had slipped the needle off of an old Shep record, the smooth Sax solo stopped before it could cast its spell, "But we've just got word, a young African-American man named Justin Williams has been shot." Kool K's voice, which was usually as soft and subtle as the records he played, had become agitated and shaky. "Officials say the Officer was shooting in self-defense, believing the victim to be armed." Sam Wilson could almost hear Kool K's head shake. "Rest in Peace, my brother," Kool K said, "This is getting ridiculous."

Kool K was always so up on things. News, concerts, which musicians would be coming into town, it was as if he had a second sense for what was coming down the pipeline. But now, Sam wished that, for once, Kool K hadn't of been the first to know.

Sam froze, and he leaned hands and head first against the fold up chair he was holding. "Again?" he asked to the empty room. His knees locked against the rest of his body, it was all he could do to keep from falling over onto the floor. "A-again?"

_Rest in peace. _

When you go to war, when you've seen your comrades die at the hands of a senseless mistake, or a careless action, you learn to push most everything else away. It's hard enough to cope with the idea of not breathing, let alone the sight of your friends never being able to joke with you again. After two tours in Iraq, after marching in a hot dessert with a gun pressed against his chest, after watching his best friend Riley be blown from the sky (body and blood raining from the heavens) Sam had decided he had seen enough death.

But when he came home…there was nothing for him there. No jobs for someone who had held a gun. No opportunities for a soldier to turn his life towards peace. Sam Wilson, like so many others, was denied the right to heal.

So he began a support group, a place to drown out the nightmares, and wash the taste of blood out of a soldier's mouth. More so for himself, than for anyone else. He told the world it was for the veterans who served, but he knew better than anyone it was an excuse to deal with his own scars. And if he could help others in the process, why not? He rented a space at the community center, told his old war buddies, made connections, hell, he even set up a Facebook account. And the soldiers came. Each one broken in their own way. Lisa, who marched through Pakistan. Jordan who watched his infantry's tank blow up with his friends in side. Susan who worked as an army doctor, and saw more deaths than anyone should be allowed to.

And then there was Nick.

Nick was a tall man, strong like base guitar in a Jazz ensemble, or the Harlem air after the sun sunk beneath the horizon. His skin was dark and brooded, with a deep, brown undertone that made him glimmer in the light. His nose was round and wide, his lips full like a soldier's pride. Just from looking at him, you'd think he could take your head off with one swing of his arm. A black man with enough power to do harm. Perhaps that's why so many of the others shied away from him. They sat two seats away from him, isolated their fellow soldier from the rest. A man alone in a dark world. People were always like that. To the world at large, black people had no right to brokenness. Even Sam had known that. When Sam voiced his fears, he was met with a nonchalant shrug, yet when white soldiers did the same, their feelings were validated over and over. Black pain meant less than fool's gold.

Nick had done several tours in the Middle East. He had a father who even fought in Vietnam, and a grandfather who did his part in World War II. He was a military man, one generation of strength leading into the next. Nick had seen dead bodies. Nick had tasted blood and sand and watched the world burn. He had come home with a mind full of busted memories. In group therapy kept to himself, but Sam worked hard to bring him out of himself.

It wasn't uncommon for soldiers to have flashbacks of their time spent in war. One minute you're laughing with friends over a cold beer, and the next, your standing in the middle of a war zone, bullets flying, and heads rolling against a horrid battle ground. Nick was no exception. Sometimes during group sessions, he would scream, jump out of his seat, and dive onto the floor, as if a missile were headed straight for him. He quivered. He shook. He screamed names of people Sam had never heard him speak of. And Sam understood.

They bonded over Jazz. Over New Orleans food. Over service. Over history. Over small details that build upon a tapestry. They were brothers in a sense, men who had served. There was nothing stronger than comradery between those who had heard gunshots.

One day, Nick wasn't present for group therapy. It happened. Everyone had lives. People were busy. And it happened again. And again. And again. Weeks went by, and no word from Nick. Perhaps, Sam thought, he had gone back into the service. It wouldn't be the first time a soldier went back to the only life he knew.

But that isn't what happened. While reading the newspaper that week, sprawled across the obituaries in a font that was barely readable, came Nick's name:

_Nicolas Grant, gunned down in Statin Island last week by Officer Rost. Rost states that the perpetrator was behaving erratically, and took action to quell the danger. _

"Behaving erratically?" Sam asked in disbelief.

And that was the end of the report. Nick's life all in those small lines. Nothing about his service to the country. Nothing about his PTSD. About his flashbacks to the Middle East; about the bullets he had to dodge, about the sand that hung in his mouth, even after he had come home to a world that did not want him. Nothing about the stars he used gaze upon at night, or the Jazz clubs he would frequent. He was simply taken down like a rabid dog, denied the right to heal like a decent human being.

Sam Wilson shook with a deep sadness that was always inside of him, and now there was another black body, Justin Williams, whose blood and veins had been splattered against a hot New York street.

"Jesus Fuckin' Christ." Sam stood up, and felt the room spinning around him. Soldiers, airmen, gunners, generals, all people who no more of savagery than anyone. They know what war is, and what it means. They know how it taxes the soul, how it burdens the heart, how it shoots the mind like a sniper, always attacking at the best opportunity.

And these people, all of them, have a right to come home, to hold their families, to wrap themselves in a cool cloth…and heal. But Nick wasn't allowed to heal. Justin wasn't allowed to heal. Sam wasn't allowed a right to his own pain. To this world, black people did not have a right to depression, to sympathy.

"We're not allowed humanity," Sam whispered. "Not without being beaten, spat on, feared, or just plain murdered."

And if humanity wasn't something he, or Nick, or hell, even Justin had a right to…then how could any of them heal? How could anyone?


	3. Nick Fury

Probably the worst thing about working for SHILED, Nick Fury thought, was that everyone always believed America's faults were due to some secret HYDRA plot, or Nazi scheme to discredit the "best country in the world". Even Phil Coulson, in all of his Captain America fanboy glory, believed there was something inherently wrong with the way things operated…but Coulson never placed the blame where it belonged.

SHILED was a global enterprise given the authority to monitor, to watch for grand threats that no normal law enforcement could handle. There were different branches, of course, French SHIELD delegates sanctioned in Paris, Brazilian delegates sanctioned in Buenos Aires. It was Fury's idea, of course, no one country could solve the problems of all, especially if the person encroaching on that problem new nothing of the culture, history, or inside politics of a nation. Too much damage had been done by "heroes" who believed they knew what was best for a people they knew nothing about.

Even though Nick Fury had gone into hiding, hunting down rogue HYDRA agents, he still kept his ears on local news, and monitored twitter feeds. Perhaps some local reporter had found something Fury's one eye missed. Tonight, Fury was holed up underneath one of Manhattan's many bridges, with nothing to keep him warm but a tattered coat, and an old beanie that smelled like rotted flesh. Nick had a small, inconspicuous radio sewed into his jacket. It was untraceable, but could still pick up a few signals.

"Zzzzt…This is Bugle News…word has gotten….Justin Williams….shot by...zzzzt…Officer Smith."

Fury tapped his wire, it must have gotten damaged somehow, perhaps while he was investigating that warehouse? Who knew, who cared? Nick didn't need to hear the rest of the broadcast to fill in the blanks. A young man, most likely black and unarmed, was gunned down by an Officer of the law in "self-defense." SHIELD had seen reports of those same incidents happening since its founding back in the 40's, and even still, black bodies had been brutalized since before SHIELD was even a concept. Since before the Wright Brothers created the plane. Since before Alexander Bell created the telephone. Since before Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration of Independence. Black men and women being gunned down was a daily affair in this country. There was that young man who was pepper sprayed on his way home because some officer thought he had drugs in his pocket. There was that young lady who was shot three times in her back because an officer believed she had a knife on her. There was that older man, old enough to have marched in with Dr. King, who was arrested for leaving the store with a can of iced tea that he paid for. The cop who booked him thought he stole it right from under the cash register's nose. Injustice against black folk were so common that Nick had almost become numb to the very idea of it, and that scared him.

When Nick was still director of SHIELD, they'd get reports like this daily, and each time, Phil Coulson was shocked. Shocked that the American justice system would allow its own citizens to be shot, and beaten, and tear gassed just for simply assembling.

"I-I just don't understand," Coulson said as he monitored the video feed from SHIELD's surveillance, "Tear gas isn't even a weapon allowed to be used in war time. Why the hell is America using it on its own citizens?"

Nick just shrugged. The real shocker was people thinking this was something new.

"This has got to be some kind of plot," Coulson said, "There's no way the US would do something like this, not in this day and age. It aint the 40s."

"You think this is new?" Fury asked, his one good eye sweltering.

Coulson turned and rubbed his fingers against his palms in a nervous motion. "Well, this isn't 1959 Nick, we're supposed to be past this. I mean, with the Civil Rights movement and Dr. King, everything was supposed to be better by now."

Nick Fury held back a chuckle. Is this what white people told themselves every day? That somehow, everyone was equal just because a guy got up on a podium and said "I have a dream"?

Phil caught wind of Nick's skepticism. "I mean, even Gabe Jones was one of Capt.'s Howling Commandos, and he was a black man. Shouldn't that count for something?"

Sure, Nick thought, it was a testament to Gabe Jones' strength. Those old Captain America comics and movies like to make it seem as if Gabe Jones was openly accepted, but really he was ostracized, assaulted, and threated for even breathing the same air as Captain America. By those kinds of stories never make it to print. Anything less than absolute heroism makes the entire country look like a nation of hypocrites.

"This has got to be a plot," Coulson speculated, "Some kind of ruse to discredit the country in the eyes of the rest of the world." Phil turned to Nick, "What do you think? You've always got an eye for this kind of thing."

Nick shrugged, "The only thing that's going on is America's own sins against its people. No conspiracy needed." Nick didn't even think HYDRA could dream up something so inhumane.

And now, even after the fall of SHIELD, even after the rise of the Avengers, even after the "death" of Nick Fury, and still nothing has changed. Nick Fury, former director of SHIELD, sat cross legged against the backdrop of the New York skyline. He may not have the grand stature of the SHIELD databases, or the mobility of a million different agents across the globe, but he was still a man who believed in justice and humanity. But this wasn't something that could be solved with green fists, and magic hammers. This was an ingrained distrust, something the country could only change when it itself realized its faults. And that was something that America was never good at.


	4. Luke Cage

Luke Cage always hated the term "fugitive." It made it seem like he was some kind of animal who had escaped the slaughter. He wasn't some freak who needed to be put down, just a man who had been placed in a world he didn't belong in.

Luke had holed himself up at one of those old motels Harlem was famous for. Cheap curtains that kept the windows blind, and bed sheets that smelled like dried semen, and a hotel television set that only had one channel. Luke had always done his best to keep a low profile, keeping towards odd jobs that were off the books. Being paid in cash so that he wouldn't have a paper trail. He didn't need any one on his trail. Not when he was so close to his goal. And sure, opening that bar in Hell's Kitchen might not have been the best plan for a guy trying to keep a low profile, but he had made stupider mistakes. And Kilgrave's fire had destroyed any evidence that Luke Cage had even existed there.

Luke reached into his pockets and pulled out a deck of cards. He fiddled with the Ace of Hearts, ran his fingers across the King of Spades, and just counted each card until his mind went numb. The television fritzed and froze at different intervals, it was almost impossible to even understand what was on. Luke couldn't tell if it was a news report, or a crappy reality television show.

"Our top story tonight," said a cooled and calmed announcer over the static gave Luke his answer, "A young black man, Justin Williams, has been shot by Officer Smith earlier today."

Why did that sound so familiar?

"Officer Smith states that he victim was belligerent, and attempted to pull a weapon when the officer asked for identification."

_Bullshit_. Luke thought. He flipped his playing cards over and over, ace of diamonds swapped for Queen of hearts. He tapped the corner of his deck against the table. Tap. Tap. Tap. It was a nervous tick he picked up on the run. He always had to keep an eye out for blaring sirens, and weasel-eyed snitches. He had learned, from years of experience, that you couldn't rust anyone. Least of call cops. _Nuthin' but bullshit._

"Officer Smith's report states that Williams even had a criminal record before-hand. Details are still being revealed." Luke turned his head to the faint glow of the TV set. In between the gray static and lack of reception, was a picture of a young black man, probably no older than eighteen. "We've gotten a picture of the late Williams now," the reporter said. Williams was a young man with a dark complexion, a stout, strong chin that seemed to point in a straight line, and a soft gleam in his brown eyes. Anyone with common fucking sense could tell that boy wasn't a threat to a damn spider. Luke had been incarcerated, he had seen men get their teeth beaten out. He had seen men bleed out over their bedside because they said the wrong thing to the wrong guy. Luke Cage had seen monsters in the shape of men; cold killers who didn't even know the value of life, let alone how to show respect for it.

"However the NYPD has gone on record stating that they intend to look into the incident and ensure the proper actions were taken," the reporter said as she shuffled her papers.

"That's bullshit," Luke said as he shook his head. "Some New York cop takes out a kid and the NYPD is investigating it?" Luke scoffed, "That's like having Nazis investigate the damn Holocaust." _And they even mentioned this kid's record, almost as if they were making excuses for his death_, Luke thought. Tapping his cards harder and harder against the wooden finish of the table. The wood was beginning to splinter on the pressure of his strength. _Oh, it's alright folks, he was just a thug, no need to get worked the fuck up. _Luke clenched his fists, and his cards crumbled in his hands. He needed to be careful, his strength was greater than that of anyone else. He needed to show restraint at all times…which meant constant control. He didn't have the luxury of losing his temper, or slamming his fists against the tables…even though he wanted to.

This shit never changes. Luke Cage was framed. Drugs placed on his person by a guy he believed was his friend. When the cops found him, it was jail time with no chance of bail. Hell, white guys got off for more murder, but a black guy with pot? If Kilgrave had been convicted, Luke knew the worst thing that would happen to him was community service (and he'd be given it without needing to mind control the judge and jury). But even still, Luke counted himself lucky…being black in this country was reason enough to be shot. He had always been big for his age, with a black countenance, a shaped goatee and muscular frame he was considered a threat just by walking through a door. And that was before the experiment that gave him his abilities.

As a way to gain a shorter sentence, Luke Cage, or rather Carl Lucas, had volunteered for some kind of experiment. A recreation of the super soldier serum that turned Steve Rogers into a living legend. He took the deal, and now he was what he was. A man who had been given strength, and a pardon from his sentencing as long as he could keep himself out of sight. He changed his name to Luke Cage. To the world, Carl Lucas had died in the experiment.

It was better that way. Luke was given a second chance, but Justin Williams wasn't. No, Luke knew that behind the reporter's fake smiles, and the regretful looks of the NYPD, they were all silently glade that this young man was gone. One less thug to rob liquor stores. One less leech to mooch off the system. One less black man to change the hearts and minds of an entire nation. One less black man to create the next grand piece of technology. One less black man to run for president. One less black man to lead the world into a bright new tomorrow. Luke knew he was dangerous, and not because of his strength or his unbreakable skin, but because of something far more potent. He was dangerous because he was alive. To the world at large, the only thing scarier than a black man, is a black man who is still alive to tell his story.


End file.
